CHAPTER III
THE BARBARIAN BACKGROUND
I   THE LANDS BETWEEN THE ROMAN EMPIRE
AND CHINA
)OME was not overthrown in a day.   It was the work of
^ ^ centuries that produced the great tidal wave which in the
dawn of the Middle Ages was to sweep away those  solid
barriers (as they seemed) which the Roman Empire had erected
wherever its frontiers stretched. For centuries before this decisive
event, the great plains of Eastern Europe and the steppes or high
plateaux of central Asia, which one day were to impart the final
impetus, obscure as they are and often silent, were in fact the
scene of vast upheavals of peoples which presaged ruin for distant
lands. It is truer to say that one knows that it happened than how
it happened, for certainly the scanty archaeological or historical
evidence at our disposal for the period before the middle of the
fourth century (the subject of this chapter) for the most part is
neither very clear nor very conclusive. The task is to bring order
out of this chaos as best one can, and to elucidate the handful of
facts which represents the sum of our present knowledge.
There is one fact, however, which should be made clear from
the first. The many territories comprised in the area between the
Roman and Chinese Empires, though they lack unity either geo-
graphical or political, were nevertheless engaged throughout their
whole extent in a perpetual travail which reacted on almost every
one of their peoples, diverse as they were in origin and language,
since almost all experienced indirectly the effects of events in which
one or other of them was directly involved. Each impulse starting
from one end of this immense ''entre-deux* passes from group to
group and produces adjustments which affect the whole mass,
One group alone seems to stand as an exception to this rule, and
watches the passage of the centuries unmoved, namely the central
group of peoples of Indo-European language already long settled
as farmers on the narrow strips of alluvial land which they inhabit
to this day, extending round the inner circumference of the Tarim
basin and as far as the northern slopes of the T'ien-shan in Dzun-
garia. These interesting peoples, industrious and not unskilful,